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CATS Project in Management Case Study 

Introduction – Background to the Project 

Could a small number of colleges and universities in London work together to create more flexible 
provision to attract learners and support progression from level 3 programmes in business or 
vocational courses, to Level 4 courses in management and related disciplines in universities in the 
capital?  This was the question that lay at the heart of the recent Linking London project, run in 
collaboration with FECs: City and Islington College, City of Westminster College, Hillcroft College and 
Westminster Kingsway College; HEIs: Birkbeck, University of London and Middlesex University and 
Professional Bodies: the Chartered Management Institute, Institute of Administrative Management, 
Institute of Leadership and Management and the Open College Network, London Region. 
 
The project was felt to be timely because students are often unaware of what options and 
opportunities are available to them in the area of management and there is, currently in the UK, a 
shortfall in the supply of qualified business managers, with just one in five being qualified in 
management. The project hoped to help remedy this in London by making clear to potential learners 
what opportunities exist for learning and accreditation on management programmes at HE level.  It 
aimed to encourage the use and development of credit to open up more flexible learning opportunities 
and also to strengthen the recognition of APEL (the Accreditation of Prior Experiential Learning) and 
the accreditation of professional qualifications, wherever possible. 

This case study details the work achieved and lessons learned. 

The Project Journey 

The work of the project naturally falls into three main areas – the first, the work to do with developing 
articulation agreements and on course publicity to identify clear progression pathways between 
partner institutions; the second, the work achieved by individual institutional projects to articulate core 
themes/ project vision and, thirdly, the development of the Staff Handbook on Credit and Staff 
Directory. 

• Articulation Agreements 

It was felt that articulation agreements would be a good way to formalise the links between project 
institutional partners and this work was begun by an initial institutional mapping, supported by a 
Curriculum Leads ‘speed dating’ meeting in November 2012, which allowed partners to look in detail 
at the sending / receiving courses that, potentially, could be included. Further follow up meetings were 
arranged at Middlesex and Birkbeck to finalise the detail of this curriculum articulation and, finally in 
April 2013, agreements with Birkbeck were signed and, in July, an agreement between City & 
Islington College and Middlesex.  The whole process took far longer than originally anticipated and 
underline the complexities of developing agreements between a number of partners who have not 
worked together before. These agreements were not as comprehensive, as first envisaged but are 
still exciting, including articulation from courses from City & Islington College, and Hillcroft College to 
Birkbeck; Westminster Kingsway College to Birkbeck (this in the area of IT courses, rather than 
management) and City & Islington College to Middlesex.  

When these agreements were signed, we were able to develop publicity material for prospective 
students wishing to find out about what courses and progression opportunities exist for studies in the 
area of management.  As our work previously has shown, students are often unclear about what 
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these opportunities are and this work helped to clarify the position of courses within these designated 
institutions.  We also approached a number of employers, including the London Councils, unionlearn, 
Jobcentre Plus and London Chambers of Commerce to publicise these opportunities to people in the 
workplace and were heartened by the support we received. 
 

• Individual institutional projects 
 
Early on in planning out our project bid, we decided to use the tried and tested methodology used as 
a Lifelong Learning Network between 2006 – 2011, to fund a small number of development projects 
and we invited each FEC/University involved here, to submit project plans. All five institutions were 
successful and projects emerged as follows: Westminster Kingsway and City and Islington College 
looked at the integration of CMI/ ILM credits into FD and BA (top up) modules, while City of 
Westminster College focussed on developing higher level skills provision for level 3 students on 
business, management and administrative courses. The project at Birkbeck aimed to strengthen the 
recognition of prior certificated and experiential learning and to also explore the academic recognition 
of professional qualifications such as those offered by CMI. Finally the project at Middlesex University 
aimed to build in professional recognition from the Chartered Institute of Builders and the Royal 
Institute of Chartered Surveyors into programmes in Construction Management.   
 
These projects are now almost completed and have gone very well, partners reflecting on their project 
achievements at the CATS project dissemination event here at Birkbeck on June 14, 2013.  Individual 
institutional case studies have also been written and are attached for reference. 
 

• The Staff handbook on credit 

Early on, the project committed itself to developing A guide to understanding and using credit for staff 
in partner institutions.  It was decided to ask a consultant with specific expertise in this area and this 
work was achieved in the Spring and will shortly be made available as a web resource.  Potential use 
of this resource by credit practitioners locally, regionally and nationally will ensure the sustainability of 
this work beyond the life of the project. 

A spin–off from the handbook has been the development of the Linking London Credit Directory and 
Register of Expertise, which aims to develop a community of academic and professional staff in the 
London area, interested in working collaboratively within the area of credit transfer in FE/HE, to share 
ideas and expertise.  We will shortly explore with Birkbeck the issue of legacy work in this area and as 
an immediate step are planning to set up pages on LinkedIn, covering credit and APEL respectively. 

Overcoming Barriers 

As expected in a project of this nature, the degree of engagement from shareholders and partners 
has been variable. In particular, it has at times been difficult to gather information about the progress 
of individual projects, for example. To remedy this project management skills have had to be 
extremely tight. 
 
In terms of developing articulation agreements, there is no financial incentive for FE to establish such 
links with HE.  Again, at HE level, once agreements have been brokered, there is the difficulty of 
ensuring that due oversight is given to them / they don’t just gather dust.  Staff working on the project 
have specifically commented on the value of having Linking London to act as an independent broker 
here. They have also commented on the need to have high level ‘champions’ in institutions to lever 
change. 
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Juggling different time-scales and priorities has been an ongoing difficulty in some areas, which have 
not always been resolved. The start date of July 2012 proved to be a bad time for colleges and 
universities involved.  Marketing material for inclusion in college and university prospectuses also 
needs to be ready by December, which is too early for developments resulting from the project for 
September starts to be included.  The validation events for Foundation degrees, or other higher 
education courses delivered in colleges, need to be completed by Easter in order to start in 
September of the same year; this has affected individual projects that are working with professional 
bodies to integrate professional qualifications. These are all factors which were outside the control of 
the current project but are worth bearing in mind for the organisation of future projects like this, 
particularly in relation to the start date. 
 
The fact that funding finishes so soon after the end of the project means that there is little or no 
opportunity to assess the effect of achievements.  Inevitably, some parts of the project will have 
worked better than others but without some degree of central co-ordination, it will not be possible to 
analyse effects. Again, this needs bearing in mind for the planning of future projects. 
 

Emerging Models 

The model of using articulation agreements to cement progression opportunities between level 3 
sending courses and those in universities at higher levels has the potential to succeed, once student 
recruitment is underway.  

The project has also successfully used the existing systems in operation for credit transfer at the 
Universities of Birkbeck and Middlesex and, in particular, at Middlesex, use of its work based learning 
framework to integrate the requirements of professional body membership into its modules in the 
context of Higher Apprenticeships, has enabled the University to articulate a transferable model that 
will be applicable to other subject areas.  The requirement to articulate the model as part of the 
reporting process for the CATS project has been a critical factor here.         
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Working with CMI and ILM has opened up significant opportunities for students on the courses 
involved in the project and this model of integrating professional qualifications could now, conceivably, 
be adopted by other institutions.                                                                                                                                                         
 

Key Learning Outcomes 

• The CATS project has highlighted the value of working collaboratively to kick-start processes 
such as APEL and the dual accreditation of professional qualifications and integrating such 
work with the development of ongoing college / university policy means that there is more 
chance of these developments being sustainable beyond the life of the project. Project 
partners have indicated that they have valued the steer from the project which has facilitated 
the building of new relationships and professional expertise. 

• How important it is that staff working with credit are clear about the specific processes 
involved.  A particular project response has been the development of the online ‘Guide to 
Understanding and Using Credit.’ Feedback so far suggests this has been welcomed by staff 
and, as a web resource, this learning will be available to a wide audience. 

• That pump priming specific developments with the carrot of project funding works and is 
testament to the value of small amounts of money coming at the right time to fund activity that 
would otherwise not necessarily occur. This model is clearly replicable. 

• Developing a community of practice takes time but, one of the challenges the project set 
itself, linked to project sustainability, has been to kick-start the process of developing a 
register of expertise of credit practitioners who will link in with each other for issues of 
professional support and development. As noted earlier, we will shortly be discussing the 
issue of legacy work here with Birkbeck, as well as setting up a national group on LinkedIn. 

• There is demand for developing understanding and practice in such areas as the integration 
of professional qualifications and APEL.  However, coherent links with professional & 
awarding bodies do not always exist and it is often a case of institutions not knowing where to 
start.  Organisations such as AoC, conceivably, have a valuable role to play in signposting 
and supporting activity here. 

The project has kick-started a number of developments in partner colleges and universities which will 
continue after the end of the project.  We see next steps very much in terms of building a professional 
network of people interested in developing and working with CATS, as a way of consolidating and 
building on current developments.  This will, hopefully, be taken forward through Birkbeck and the 
ongoing work of Linking London. 
 
Sue Betts and Pam Calabro 
Linking London 
17 July 2013 

 


